Although puerarin is generally considered as a protective agent for cardio-cerebrovascular diseases, the exact effect on reducing myocardial infarction reperfusion injury (MIRI) is not well understood. This study aimed to pool previous randomized controlled studies based on rat models to evaluate the effects of puerarin on MIRI.
Background
Acute myocardial ischemia and myocardial infarction are the leading cause of morbidity and mortality of the world [1] . Early reperfusion to the ischemic area is necessary to rescue the ischemic myocardium. However, reperfusion is a 'double edged sword', since it may also accelerate and generate additional damage by introduction of oxidative stress and inflammation rather than restoration of normal function [2] . Oxygen radicals, calcium overloading, and neutrophils are the major mediators of reperfusion injury [1, 3] . The oxygen radicals are released from injured endothelial cells and myocytes in the ischemic area and also from neutrophils moved to the area. The oxygen radicals become activated due to reperfusion and cause membrane damage, thereby leading to calcium overloading. The neutrophils entered the ischemic area also release inflammatory mediators, leading to microvascular obstruction and the no-reflow phenomenon [1] . The reversible dysfunction and irreversible necrosis associated with reperfusion are collectively called reperfusion injury and is one of the major problems for treatment of myocardial infarction [4] [5] [6] . Puerarin (7,4-dihydroxyisoflavone-8b-glucopyranoside) is a major natural compound extracted from the kudzu root (Pueraria lobota (Wild.) Howe), a famous traditional Chinese medicine [7] . This drug is widely prescribed for patients with cardio-cerebrovascular diseases in China. Previous studies also showed that puerarin has some therapeutic effects on diabetes mellitus [8] , cerebral ischemia [9] , myocardial ischemia [10] , hypertension [11] and arteriosclerosis [12] . Studies showed the therapeutic effect of puerarin is closely related to its antioxidant role. Therefore, it acts as a scavenger of active oxygen radicals [13] . In addition, puerarin can also improve endothelial function through stimulating production of nitric oxide, phosphorylation of endothelial nitric oxide synthase and inhibiting cellular factors, such as C-reactive protein and adhesive molecules [7] .
Although puerarin is generally considered as a protective agent for cardio-cerebrovascular diseases, the exact effect on reducing myocardial infarction reperfusion injury (MIRI) is not well understood. Previous animal based studies are usually small and thus had low statistical power. Therefore, this study aims to pool previous randomized controlled studies based on rat model to evaluate the effects of puerarin in MIRI.
Material and Methods

Literature search
Relevant studies were searched among PubMed, Embase, Medline and CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure).
The following the terms and strategy were applied to search relevant studies: ("puerarin") AND ("myocardial infarction reperfusion injury") AND ("rat"). To avoid missing qualified studies, references lists of included studies, relevant reviews and meta-analysis were manually searched. No language restrictions were set during searching.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Studies included for this meta-analysis have to meet the following criteria simultaneously: (1) randomized studies assessed the protective effects of puerarin supplementation on myocardial infarction reperfusion injury in rat model; (2) puerarin is either administrated before myocardial ischemia reperfusion or before myocardial ischemia; (3) the exact outcome data could be extract from original studies. Studies meeting any the following criteria were excluded: (1) studies based on other animal models; (2) case report, animal studies or review; (3) duplicate studies or detailed data could not be extracted.
Data extraction
The following basic information was extracted from original studies: surname of the first author; year of publication; animal model; methods of myocardial ischemia; number of rats in and experimental design of experimental and control group; timing of puerarin administration and the outcome indicators measured. To assess the therapeutic effects of protective effects of puerarin on myocardial infarction reperfusion injury, the outcome indicators which were reported in at least three original studies were extracted and pooled, including size of myocardial ischemia (MIS) and myocardial infarction (MIN), creatine kinase (CK), methylene dioxyamphetamine (MDA) and superoxide Dismutase (SOD). TTC staining was performed in the original studies to confirm the ischemia area. Size of MIN is defined as the weight of infarcted myocardium/weight ischemic myocardium ×100% or the area of infarcted area/whole myocardium ×100%. Size of MIS is defined as the weight ischemic myocardium/weight of whole heart. If the studies reported outcome with different units, unit conversion (based on unit mentioned above) were performed before pooling the data. Two scholars independently performed data extraction. If the studies designed different dose groups of puerarin, each dose group was considered as an individual experimental arm. A third author was responsible for cross check of the data. Any disagreements were solved by discussion and consensus. 
Data analysis
Results
Characteristics of Included Studies
Through searching in relevant databases, a total of eight studies were included in this meta-analysis [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] [21] . The general searching and screening process is summarized in Figure 1 and their basic characteristics are given in Table 1 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License artery. A total of 234 rats were included, including 140 in experimental group and 94 in control group. Three studies administrated puerarin before myocardial ischemia [14] [15] [16] and four studies administrated puerarin before myocardial ischemia reperfusion [17, [19] [20] [21] . One studies had separate experimental arms administrated puerarin before myocardial ischemia or before myocardial ischemia reperfusion [18] . Size of MIS and size of MIN, CK, MDA and SOD were the mostly reported outcome data.
Puerarin significantly reduced size of MIN but not MIS
Three studies reported the effect of puerarin on the size of MIS and five studies reported the outcome of MIN. Generally, puerarin had no effect on size of MIS (mean difference: -1.40, 95%CI: -3.34 to 0.55, p=0.16), no matter administrated before MIS (mean difference: -0.91, 95%CI: -3.10 to 1.27, p=0.41) or before MIR (mean difference: -3.24, 95%CI: -7.51 to 1.03, p=0.14) (Figure 2 (Figure 3) . (Figure 4 ).
Puerarin significantly reduced serum MDA
Five studies reported the effect of puerarin on serum MDA. Puerarin could significantly reduce the level of serum MDA 
Discussion
In China, puerarin has been used to treat patients with coronary artery diseases. A series of studies explored its effect in clinical use and found this agent could improve signs and symptoms of unstable angina and also attenuate ischemiareperfusion injury [10, 22] . In this study, we pooled previous studies that evaluated the effects of puerarin in MIRI based on rat models. Generally, we found administration of puerarin before MIS or before MIR could both effectively reduce the size of MIN after MIR, suggesting puerarin does have a protective effect for myocardial tissues.
Previous mechanism studies showed that the therapeutic effects of puerarin might be achieved through increasing SOD activity, upregulating Bcl-2, improving the myocardial ultramicrostucture, activating the mitochondrial ATP-sensitive potassium channel, inhibiting myocardial apoptosis, reducing Bax expression, inhibiting the production of proinflammatory cytokines, refraining the calcium overload, and inhibiting mitochondrial permeability transition pore opening [23] . However, the mechanism studies are largely based on measurement of typical serum or tissue indicators in animal models. Due to the small number of animals in individual studies, their statistically power is relatively weak. In fact, the molecular mechanism of myocardial infarction reperfusion injury is complex. It is necessary to assess the outcome indicators with a large sample base. Generally, this injury is largely related to free radicals and other reactive oxygen species. During the MIRI, a large amount the radicals and reactive oxygen species are generated, leading to peroxidation of the lipids of cell membranes. MDA formed by the breakdown of lipid peroxides can result in protein conjugation and further damage membrane structure and functions [24] . Thus, the level of MDA can indicate the level of lipid peroxidation and thus indirectly reflect the degree of cell damage. CK is released from damaged myocardial cells and is considered a cardiac-specific marker of acute myocardial infarction [25] . SOD can catalyze the dismutation of the superoxide (O 2 -) radical into either ordinary molecular oxygen (O 2 ) or hydrogen peroxide (H 2 O 2 ). If the activity of this enzyme decreased, oxygen-free radicals are accumulated and thereby resulting in higher level of damage. Therefore, SOD activity can reflect antioxidant function in vivo and is an important antioxidant protecting cells from damage due to superoxide. In this study, we observed that compared with I/R group, puerarin+IR group had significantly lower serum CK and MDA, but had higher SOD, suggesting puerarin can induce 
